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Long-Term Costs 
of the Administration’s 
2022 Defense Budget

T his report describes the Congressional Budget 
Office’s analysis of the costs and budgetary 
consequences through 2031 of current plans for 
the Department of Defense (DoD). Ordinarily, 

CBO would have based its projections of long-term costs 
on DoD’s 2022 Future Years Defense Program (FYDP), 
which would have covered fiscal years 2022 to 2026. 
However, as is common when a new Administration 
submits its first budget request, DoD did not release a 
2022 FYDP. Therefore, the report draws from the fis-
cal year 2022 budget request submitted by the Biden 
Administration, other documents and statements pub-
lished by the Administration, and the 2021 FYDP (the 
most recent five-year plan released by DoD). 

The Administration’s 2022 budget request calls for 
$715 billion in funding for DoD. In real terms—that is, 
with adjustments to remove the effects of inflation—the 
funding request is 1.5 percent less than the total amount 
provided for 2021 and 1.0 percent less than the amount 
that would have been requested for 2022 under the 
Trump Administration’s final (2021) FYDP.1 

Almost two-thirds of the request is for operation and 
support ($292 billion for operation and maintenance and 
$167 billion for military personnel), and about one-third 
is for acquisition ($134 billion for procurement and $112 
billion for research, development, test, and evaluation). 
The remaining $9.8 billion is for infrastructure ($8.4 bil-
lion for military construction and $1.4 billion for family 
housing).

1. To remove the effects of inflation, CBO used the gross domestic 
product price index from the Bureau of Economic Analysis. 
Dollar amounts are expressed in 2022 dollars.

For the years after 2022, CBO projects that DoD’s costs 
would steadily increase so that, in 2031, the department’s 
budget (in 2022 dollars) would reach $787 billion, 
about 10 percent more than the amount proposed in the 
2022 budget (see Figure 1). Several factors would contrib-
ute to those rising costs, including the following:

• Continued growth in the costs of compensation for 
service members and DoD’s civilian employees, which 
would account for 24 percent of the increase;

• Continued growth in other costs to operate and 
maintain the force, which would account for 
35 percent; and

• Increased spending on new, advanced military 
equipment and weapons (largely as a result of DoD’s 
shift in focus from counterinsurgency operations to 
potential conflicts with technologically advanced 
militaries), which would account for 39 percent.

Although the Administration’s request for 2022 is about 
$7 billion less than the amount that was planned for 
2022 in the 2021 FYDP, the cumulative costs through 
2031 under the projections presented here would be 
about the same as the costs CBO had projected for the 
2022–2031 period in its analysis of that earlier FYDP.2 

In a departure from its practice for more than a decade, 
DoD did not split its 2022 request into two components: 
a base budget and funding for overseas contingency 
operations (OCO). The base budget was intended to 
fund normal, peacetime operations and other activities 
anticipated during the regular budgeting process, and 

2. See Congressional Budget Office, Long-Term Implications of 
the 2021 Future Years Defense Program (September 2020), 
www.cbo.gov/publication/56526.
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At a Glance

The Congressional Budget Office’s transparency efforts are intended to promote a thorough under-
standing of its work, help people gauge how estimates might change if policies or circumstances dif-
fered, and enhance the credibility of its analyses and processes. This report fulfills CBO’s requirement 
to report on its plans for such efforts.

In 2022, the agency will undertake many activities, with a major focus on three:

•	 Explaining the methods it uses for its analyses in several topic areas, including health care, 
economic forecasting, climate change, and credit programs; 

•	 Providing additional information to help people understand CBO’s cost estimates; and

•	 Publishing its periodic compendium of options to reduce the federal budget deficit, with a focus 
on options that would offer large reductions. 

Those efforts will build on progress that CBO made last year, which included testifying before 
Congressional committees and answering Members’ questions, releasing data, evaluating the accuracy 
of the agency’s estimates, comparing current estimates with previous ones, estimating the effects of 
policy alternatives, characterizing the uncertainty surrounding estimates, creating data visualizations, 
and conducting outreach.

www.cbo.gov/publication/57701

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57701
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Transparency at CBO: Future Plans and a 
Review of 2021

Summary
Transparency is a top priority for the Congressional 
Budget Office, and the agency continues to bolster its 
efforts to be transparent.

When CBO says it strives to be transparent, it has three 
specific goals in mind:

•	 To promote a thorough understanding of the agency’s 
analyses through accessible, clear, and detailed 
communication;

•	 To help people gauge how estimates might change if 
policies or circumstances differed; and

•	 To enhance the credibility of the agency’s analyses 
and processes by showing that they are grounded in 
data and high-quality professional research and are 
informed by feedback from a range of subject-matter 
experts.

During the appropriation process for the legislative 
branch in 2020, the Congress directed CBO to produce 
a report “detailing the agency’s ongoing and future efforts 
to implement the multiyear plan to increase its capacity 
to make CBO’s work as transparent and responsive as 
possible” within 90 days of the enactment of its appro-
priation for 2021.1 CBO published its first report in 
response to that directive in March 2021.2 This edition 
updates CBO’s transparency activities since that report 
was published and forecasts future work. A continually 
updated list of CBO’s most recent activities is available at 
www.cbo.gov/about/transparency.

1.	 See Joint Explanatory Statement, Division I—Legislative 
Branch Appropriations Bill, 2021, Congressional Record—House 
of Representatives, vol. 166, no. 218, 116th Cong., 2nd Sess. 
(December 21, 2020), p. H8718.

2.	 See Congressional Budget Office, Transparency at CBO: Future 
Plans and a Review of 2020 (March 2021), www.cbo.gov/
publication/57008. 

Future Plans
This year, CBO will undertake many different trans-
parency activities. They include testifying before 
Congressional committees and answering Members’ 
questions, explaining its analytic methods, releasing data, 
analyzing the accuracy of the agency’s estimates, compar-
ing current estimates with previous ones, estimating the 
effects of policy alternatives (including options to reduce 
the federal budget deficit, with a focus on options that 
would offer large reductions), characterizing the uncer-
tainty surrounding estimates, creating data visualizations, 
and conducting outreach. In particular, the outreach will 
include continued interaction on a daily basis with the 
Congress to explain the agency’s estimates and obtain 
feedback and with outside experts to obtain advice. 
Those projects for which the scope has been fully devel-
oped are described in this report; however, other projects 
will be initiated as well.

Providing information to help people understand CBO’s 
cost estimates will also be an important focus. CBO will 
continue to explain key features of its cost estimates and 
important concepts related to the budget process, and 
it will provide information about uncertainty in its cost 
estimates. 

Review of 2021
In 2021, as CBO pursued its goals for transparency, it 
undertook these 10 types of activities:

•	 Testifying and publishing answers to questions. 
CBO testified at five Congressional hearings and 
responded to requests from the Congress for 
public answers to specific questions. In addition to 
presenting written statements, making oral remarks, 
and answering questions at the hearings, the agency 
published answers to 18 written questions that 
Members submitted after the hearings in 2021.

•	 Explaining its analytic methods. CBO published 
various reports explaining its analyses and made 
supporting documents and some computer code 

https://www.cbo.gov/about/transparency
http://www.cbo.gov/publication/57008
http://www.cbo.gov/publication/57008
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available. Also, in many cost estimates, CBO 
included a section describing the basis of the estimate.

•	 Releasing data. CBO began publishing estimates for 
legislation expected to be considered in the House of 
Representatives under expedited processes. The Budget 
and Economic Outlook: 2021 to 2031, An Analysis 
of Certain Proposals in the President’s 2022 Budget, 
and several other reports were supplemented with 
comprehensive sets of data files. In total, 37 reports 
were accompanied by files providing the data 
underlying their figures.

•	 Analyzing the accuracy of its estimates. CBO 
released a comprehensive report about the accuracy of 
its economic forecasts.

•	 Comparing its current estimates with its previous 
estimates. In several of its recurring publications 
released in 2021, CBO explained the differences 
between its current projections and those the agency 
had previously published. In addition, cost estimates 
explained the extent to which the provisions being 
analyzed and the estimates for them were similar 
to or different from those in earlier cost estimates 
published during the same Congressional session.

•	 Comparing its estimates with those of others. 
CBO regularly compared its estimates with outside 
estimates—including the budget projections of the 
Administration, the economic projections of private-
sector forecasters and other government agencies, 
and the policy analyses of various organizations. 
(In addition, when time did not allow for a formal 
publication, CBO often discussed comparisons with 
Congressional staff.)

•	 Estimating the effects of policy alternatives. CBO 
prepared reports and created interactive products to 
estimate the effects that alternative assumptions about 
future policies would have on economic and budgetary 
outcomes. Policies examined include changes to the 
defense budget, increases in infrastructure funding, and 
increases in the minimum wage.

•	 Describing the uncertainty surrounding its 
estimates. In cost estimates and several major 
reports—including those on the budget and 
economic outlook—the agency discussed the 
uncertainty surrounding its estimates.

•	 Creating data visualizations. To make CBO’s 
projections and analyses easier to understand, the 
agency published visual reports, chart books, slide 

decks, interactive tools, and infographics. In addition, 
CBO published visual summaries—short summaries 
that use figures to highlight the main points of a 
report—for several of its major reports.

•	 Conducting outreach. The most important form 
of outreach the agency performed in 2021 was the 
direct communication (in person, by phone, and by 
email) between CBO and the Congress. In addition, 
CBO solicited input from a range of policy experts 
through its Panel of Economic Advisers and Panel of 
Health Advisers and obtained many external reviews 
of its work. CBO staff also made presentations about 
the agency’s processes and recently completed work. 
The agency also worked to make the information it 
provides more accessible.

Background
CBO’s transparency efforts are built on a strong foun-
dation that has been laid over many years. Recently, the 
agency has allocated additional resources to do even 
more. For 2021, the Congress increased CBO’s budget, 
in part to continue hiring staff to contribute to trans-
parency and responsiveness, building on the agency’s 
expansion since 2018. Almost all CBO staff members 
contribute to the agency’s transparency efforts by spend-
ing at least some of their time on such activities.

As CBO continues efforts to improve its transparency, 
it must constantly balance those efforts with its com-
mitment to respond quickly to the Congress’s needs and 
with its professional responsibility to release reports and 
estimates only when they reach sufficient quality. Being 
transparent has costs, and CBO must weigh the benefits 
and costs of devoting resources to different activities. The 
agency welcomes feedback about what people find most 
useful and suggestions about other ways in which it can 
provide more information about its work. To offer addi-
tional insight on those issues, in 2021, CBO published 
a report on the feasibility of publishing cost estimates 
before committee action begins. 

CBO’s efforts to be transparent enhance its long- 
standing commitment to providing information that is 
objective, insightful, timely, and clearly presented and 
explained. Those efforts support the agency’s dedication 
to maintaining a level playing field regarding access to 
the information and analysis that it provides, thus ensur-
ing that its work is made widely available to the Congress 
and the public. (Work on proposals that have not been 

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57149
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made public remains confidential to facilitate the devel-
opment of legislation.) 

CBO’s transparency efforts complement its process for 
publicly releasing all of its formal cost estimates and 
analytic reports. Through that process, CBO delivers 
its work to interested Members of Congress and their 
staff, including the sponsor of legislation or requester of 
the report, the Chairman and Ranking Member of the 
committees with jurisdiction over the subject at hand, 
and the budget committees. At about the same time, 
the agency posts the work on its website. In addition, an 
email service and Twitter announcements notify sub-
scribers when the agency publishes its work. 

CBO’s Transparency Plans for 2022
In 2022, CBO plans to continue its efforts to undertake 
the 10 types of transparency activities discussed above.

Testifying and Publishing Answers to Questions
CBO expects to testify about its budget and economic 
outlook and other topics as requested by the Congress 
in 2022. Testifying involves presenting written state-
ments, making oral remarks, and answering questions at 
hearings, as well as publishing answers to questions that 
Members submit for the record after the hearings. CBO 
will also continue to respond to matters raised as part of 
the oversight provided by the budget committees and 
by the Congress more broadly. In addition, the agency 
expects that Members of Congress will ask other ques-
tions to which it will publish responses.

Explaining Analytic Methods
This year, CBO has already released five products that 
include explanations of the agency’s analytic methods. 
The agency will continue to release products that explain 
models and methods that it uses to create cost estimates 
and support the analysis in its reports. Those products 
will cover a wide range of topics—health care, macro-
economic issues, taxation, and other topics.

CBO has already produced the following in 2022:

•	 An assessment of the macroeconomic effects of 
illustrative single-payer health care systems (published 
on February 23, 2022); 

•	 An analysis of how CBO models effective tax rates 
on capital income and the related code for CBO’s 
CapTax model (published on February 9, 2022);

•	 An analysis of differences between the prices paid 
by commercial health insurers for hospitals’ and 
physicians’ services and the prices paid in the fee-
for-service Medicare program for those same services 
(published on January 22, 2022); 

•	 A report on the trends in nationwide spending on 
prescription drugs over the 1980–2018 period, which 
also analyzed trends in spending, use, and prices in 
the Medicare Part D and Medicaid programs over the 
2009–2018 period (published on January 19, 2022); 

•	 A report on Ginnie Mae and the securitization 
of federally guaranteed mortgages (published on 
January 12, 2022); and 

•	 An analysis of the long-term costs of the Administration’s 
2022 defense budget (published on January 11, 2022).

CBO will publish additional information on health care:

•	 The effects on the federal deficit of lowering the age 
of Medicare eligibility; and

•	 An analysis of policy approaches that aim to reduce 
the prices paid to hospitals and physicians in 
commercial health plans. 

Forthcoming publications will provide more information 
on CBO’s work on macroeconomic issues: 

•	 A technical description of a model CBO uses to 
quantify the uncertainty of its projections of the 
unemployment rate; 

•	 An analysis of the causes and consequences of fiscal 
crises;

•	 An examination of the economic effects of waiting to 
resolve long-term budgetary imbalance; and

•	 An examination of how consumers and companies 
form expectations of inflation. 

Explanatory products on other topics scheduled to be 
completed this year include the following:

•	 An explanation of why CBO applies a revenue offset 
to estimates of changes in excise taxes and certain 
other taxes; 

•	 An explanation of CBO’s forecast of the Federal 
Reserve’s balance sheet, the balance sheet’s direct and 
indirect implications for the federal budget, and its 
connection to CBO’s forecast of Federal Reserve policies; 

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57637
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57429
https://github.com/us-cbo/captax
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57422
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57050
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57176
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57541
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•	 An explanation of how CBO analyzes the uncertainty 
of its projections in The Long-Term Budget Outlook;

•	 A report describing trends in the distribution of 
family wealth; and

•	 An analysis of the effects of work requirements and 
programs that support work in means-tested transfer 
programs. 

Releasing Data
Whenever possible, CBO publishes extensive sets of data 
in conjunction with its major recurring reports. Those 
data sets include detailed information on the agency’s 
10-year budget projections; historical budget data; 
10-year trust fund projections; revenue projections, by 
category; spending projections, by budget account; esti-
mates of automatic stabilizers; tax parameters and effec-
tive marginal tax rates on labor and capital; long-term 
budget projections; 10-year projections of economic 
variables (including data about the economy’s maximum 
sustainable output); and historical economic data. 

The agency will also provide details—both in spread-
sheets and in PDFs—about its baseline projections 
for these specific programs: the Federal Pell Grant 
Program, student loan programs, the Children’s Health 
Insurance Program, federal subsidies for health insur-
ance, Medicaid, Medicare, the military retirement 
program, the Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation, the 
Social Security Disability Insurance program, the Social 
Security Old-Age and Survivors Insurance program, the 
trust funds for Social Security, child nutrition programs, 
child support enforcement and collections, foster care 
and adoption assistance programs, the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program, the Supplemental Security 
Income program, the Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families program, the unemployment compensation pro-
gram, the Department of Agriculture’s mandatory farm 
programs, federal programs that guarantee mortgages, 
programs funded by the Highway Trust Fund, benefits 
for veterans and military personnel stemming from the 
Post-9/11 GI Bill, and veterans’ disability compensation 
and pension programs.

In addition, when CBO publishes its analysis of the 
distribution of household income in 2019, it will release 
a table builder that allows people to explore CBO’s 
database on the distribution of household income and 
federal taxes and transfers. When the agency analyzes 
the President’s budget request for 2023, it will post a set 

of files providing estimates of the budgetary effects of 
specific proposals. CBO has already published detailed 
data on expired or expiring authorizations of appropria-
tions. Throughout the year, the agency will post the data 
underlying the figures in various reports. Also, CBO will 
continue to publish information about its estimates for 
appropriation bills in the more accessible format that it 
began using in 2019.

Analyzing the Accuracy of CBO’s Estimates
CBO will continue its series of publications that review 
the accuracy of its outlay and revenue projections for 
the previous year. (One report, examining the accuracy 
of CBO’s budget projections for fiscal year 2021, has 
already been released.) In addition, the agency will seek 
to identify opportunities to review the accuracy of its 
previous forecasts and cost estimates.

Comparing Current Estimates With  
Previous Estimates
In several of its recurring reports—about the budget and 
economic outlook, federal subsidies for health insur-
ance, the costs of the Navy’s shipbuilding plan, and the 
distribution of household income—CBO will continue 
to explain the differences between the current year’s 
projections and those from the previous year. In its cost 
estimates, CBO will continue to identify related legisla-
tive provisions for which it has provided estimates during 
the current Congressional session and explain the extent 
to which the provisions and estimates at hand are similar 
or different.

Comparing CBO’s Estimates With Those of 
Other Organizations
The agency will continue to regularly publish anal-
yses comparing its budget projections with the 
Administration’s and its economic projections with those 
of private forecasters and other government agencies. The 
agency will also include comparisons of estimates in vari-
ous other reports. In addition, when time does not allow 
for publication but interest in a comparison of CBO’s 
estimates with others’ is high, analysts will discuss such 
comparisons with Congressional staff.

Estimating the Effects of Policy Alternatives
CBO will publish its periodic compendium of policy 
options and their effects on the federal budget, provid-
ing estimates of the budgetary savings from dozens of 
options that would decrease federal spending or increase 
federal revenues. Options that reduce the deficit by large 

https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#3
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#2
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#5
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#7
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#7
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#9
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#8
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#8
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#10
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#10
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https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#11
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#13
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#15
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#16
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#16
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#17
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#1
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#3
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#2
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#7
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#7
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#20
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#20
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#21
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#21
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#22
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#22
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#24
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#24
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#25
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#25
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#5
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#8
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#23
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#23
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#23
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#19
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#19
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57739
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57614
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amounts will be a special focus in 2022. The agency will also 
publish reports that illustrate the potential economic effects 
of policy proposals across a range of topics. For example, it 
will analyze the effects of work requirements and programs 
that support work in means-tested transfer programs. 

Characterizing the Uncertainty Surrounding 
CBO’s Estimates
CBO’s budget and economic estimates reflect the middle 
of a range of outcomes under a given set of policies. In 
its publications, CBO will discuss the sources of uncer-
tainty in its analyses to help make clear the factors that 
might cause estimates or outcomes to differ in the future. 
In addition, cost estimates will continue to feature, when 
necessary, a section on specific areas of uncertainty in the 
estimate. The agency will also publish an explanation of 
how it analyzes the uncertainty surrounding economic 
projections in The Long-Term Budget Outlook. 

Creating Data Visualizations
This year, CBO has already published a visual report that 
compares medical prices across different payers (pub-
lished January 22, 2022) and another on its appropria-
tion request (published February 22, 2022). CBO will 
also publish a visual report on family wealth. In addition, 
the agency will create infographics about actual outlays 
and revenues in 2021. CBO will update its interactive 
force structure tool—which allows users to manipulate 
the military’s force structure and see the effects on the 
Department of Defense’s operation and support costs 
and on the size of the military—to reflect current oper-
ating costs and to allow users to set a budget constraint 
and see its effects on forces. The agency will continue to 
look for opportunities to include graphics to enhance the 
explanations in some of its cost estimates.

Conducting Outreach
CBO will continue to communicate on a daily basis with 
people outside the agency to explain its findings and 
methods, respond to questions, and obtain feedback. The 
agency’s Director will meet regularly with Members of 
Congress to do the same. 

After CBO’s baseline is published, agency staff will 
discuss the new projections with Congressional staff and 
answer their questions. 

CBO will also continue to obtain and respond to input from 
its Panel of Economic Advisers and Panel of Health Advisers. 

The agency will continue to turn to other experts as well. 
Many reports will benefit from written comments made by 

outside experts on early drafts. For some recurring reports 
produced on compressed timetables, the agency will solicit 
comments on previous editions and on selected technical 
issues and use that feedback to improve future editions. 

CBO staff will continue to give presentations on Capitol 
Hill—some in collaboration with the Congressional 
Research Service—on its budget and economic projec-
tions and on other topics. Those presentations allow 
CBO to explain its work and answer questions. The 
agency will also give presentations about its findings 
and about work in progress in a variety of other venues 
to offer explanations and gather feedback. In addition, 
CBO will publish HTML versions of all reports to make 
them more accessible.

A Review of CBO’s Transparency 
Efforts in 2021
In 2021, CBO’s publications—including reports, work-
ing papers, presentations, interactive tools, data sets, and 
computer code—contributed to transparency activities 
that can be grouped into 10 categories.

Testifying and Publishing Answers to Questions
In 2021, representatives of CBO appeared as witnesses 
at five Congressional hearings. In addition to presenting 
written statements, making oral remarks, and answering 
questions at the hearings, the agency published answers 
to written questions that Members submitted after the 
hearings. These are the venues and topics (along with 
CBO’s answers to Members’ questions):

•	 Before the House Select Committee on the 
Modernization of Congress on CBO’s Efforts 
to Enhance Its Transparency, Effectiveness, and 
Efficiency (followed by responses to two questions 
for the record about improving the timeliness and 
accessibility of CBO’s work); 

•	 Before the Senate Finance Committee about options 
for funding and financing highway spending 
(followed by answers to eight questions for the record 
about infrastructure banks, airports’ passenger facility 
fees, electric vehicles, and funding for the transit 
account of the Highway Trust Fund);

•	 Before the Senate Appropriations Committee’s 
Subcommittee on the Legislative Branch about 
CBO’s budget request for fiscal year 2022 (followed 
by an answer to a question for the record about how 
the agency adjusts its resources to meet Congressional 
priorities);

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57422
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2022-02/57700-BudgetRequest.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57329
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57329
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57329
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57556
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57556
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57206
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57206
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57289
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57087
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57252
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•	 Before the Senate Environment and Public Works 
Committee about the long-term solvency of the 
Highway Trust Fund (followed by an answer to a 
question for the record on electric vehicle fees); and 

•	 Before the House Appropriations Committee’s 
Subcommittee on the Legislative Branch about 
CBO’s budget request for fiscal year 2022 (followed 
by answers to six questions for the record about the 
agency’s work on pandemic-related legislation and the 
timeliness and prioritization of CBO’s work).

In addition, in January 2021, CBO provided answers 
to five questions for the record, following up on the 
agency’s October 2020 testimony about the long-term 
budget outlook before the Subcommittee on Fiscal 
Responsibility and Economic Growth of the Senate 
Finance Committee.

Explaining Analytic Methods
CBO’s estimates are produced by teams of people 
who use information obtained from experts, data, and 
research to determine which analytic methods to use. 
The agency aims to explain its methods, sometimes for a 
general audience and sometimes by providing technical 
information.

General Information. In 2021, CBO published the fol-
lowing material providing details about methods under-
lying particular analyses and offering additional detail on 
issues:

•	 A slide deck about using survey data for tax analysis; 

•	 A report about how the specifications of the reference 
tax system affect CBO’s estimates of tax expenditures;

•	 A report on the distribution of major tax expenditures 
in 2019 (see the appendix); 

•	 A blog post on the effects of increased funding for the 
Internal Revenue Service;

•	 A letter on the feasibility of providing formal cost 
estimates before committee activity begins; 

•	 A report on federal estate and gift taxes; 

•	 An update to CBO’s primer on the U.S. military’s 
force structure;

•	 A report on the budgetary effects of climate change 
and potential legislative responses;

•	 An interactive version of the model CBO uses to 
project discretionary spending;

•	 A report on the cost of government activities that 
involve financial risk; and 

•	 A report on issues and alternatives in national cruise 
missile defense (see Appendix B). 

In addition, as part of its work on H.R. 5376, the 
Build Back Better Act, CBO published documents 
providing additional details on the potential effects of 
several policies in that legislation:

•	 A slide deck on the economic effects of expanding 
home- and community-based services in Medicaid;

•	 A slide deck on the economic effects of expanding 
subsidized child care and providing universal 
preschool;

•	 A slide deck on the economic effects of offering a 
federal paid family and medical leave program; and 

•	 A slide deck comparing the effects of paying for drugs 
in Medicare Part D under current law and under 
proposals to redesign the program.

CBO also produced two primers on budgetary issues. 
The first explains the budgetary scorekeeping guidelines 
that inform CBO’s estimates. The second explains com-
mon budgetary terms used in CBO’s publications. 

Technical Information. CBO also published details 
intended to help analysts outside the agency understand 
its work.

On health care, CBO published the following: 

•	 An updated description of HISIM2, the health 
insurance simulation model used in preparing CBO’s 
July 2021 baseline budget projections; 

•	 A working paper on the construction of synthetic 
firms in HISIM2;

•	 A working paper on CBO’s simulation model for 
analyzing legislative proposals that could substantially 
affect the development of new drugs; 

•	 A report that compares brand-name drug prices 
among selected federal programs (technical details are 
discussed in the appendix); and 

•	 A working paper on CBO’s model of drug price 
negotiations under H.R. 3, the Elijah E. Cummings 
Lower Drug Costs Now Act.

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57110
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57110
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57190
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56995
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57151
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56946
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56946
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56665
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57540
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57543
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57413
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-10/57413-TaxExpenditures.pdf#page=33
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57444
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57149
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57129
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57088
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57019
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57051
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56778
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56950
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-02/56950-CMD.pdf#page=51
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57632
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57632
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57630
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57630
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57630
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57631
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57631
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57461
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57461
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57461
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56507
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57420
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57205
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57431
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57010
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56978
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-02/56978-Drug-Prices.pdf#page=29
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56905
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On energy, climate, and transportation, CBO released 
these publications:

•	 A working paper on how carbon dioxide emissions 
would change in response to a tax or allowance price;

•	 A working paper estimating how much state and local 
governments that receive federal grants for highway 
capital projects substitute that funding for their own 
spending on highway capital;

•	 A working paper describing CBO’s method for 
measuring the distributional effects of a tax on carbon 
emissions; and

•	 A slide deck offering technical information about 
how CBO models the effects of climate change on 
output in its long-term economic projections. 

Explanations of CBO’s financial analysis included the 
following:

•	 A working paper describing the methods and data 
that CBO uses to estimate the cost of market risk for 
three categories of federal credit programs;

•	 A working paper on considerations in fair-value 
budgeting; 

•	 A working paper on governmental risk taking under 
market imperfections; and

•	 A working paper on fair-value cost estimation and 
government cash flows.

On tax and transfer policies, CBO published the follow-
ing analyses:

•	 A report examining the distribution of household 
income in 2018 (see Appendix A and Appendix B);

•	 A working paper on the extent to which payroll taxes 
are passed through to employees;

•	 A working paper on discrete choice models for 
estimating how changes in tax and transfer policies 
affect labor supply; and

•	 A working paper on the economic effects of financing 
a large and permanent increase in government 
spending.

Publications on other topics included the following:

•	 A working paper examined how the federal budget 
deficit would have differed in 2018 under four 
scenarios that vary the distribution of labor earnings 
while leaving aggregate earnings unchanged; 

•	 A working paper on CBO’s model and projections of 
U.S. international investment holdings and income 
flows;

•	 A report on usage patterns and costs of unmanned 
aerial systems (see the appendix);

•	 A slide deck about CBO’s policy growth model; 

•	 An interactive, including computer code, on how 
increases in the federal minimum wage could affect 
employment and family income; and 

•	 A working paper on estimating the legal status of 
foreign-born people.

Releasing Data
In 2021, CBO began publishing weekly tables that 
include estimates for legislation expected to be consid-
ered in the House of Representatives under the suspen-
sion of the rules (the process by which the House can 
pass a bill in an expedited manner). Those tables provide 
the bill number and name, a summary of the effects on 
mandatory spending and revenues, and links to the bill 
text and a published estimate, if available. 

In 2021, CBO also provided many files of data under-
lying the analyses for its major reports and a number of 
other studies. The agency maintains a page on its website 
with links to current and past releases of the budget and 
economic data underlying its key projections. 

New files on the following topics were posted on the 
website at least once, and in some cases twice, related 
to updates the agency made to its budget and economic 
baselines in February and July of 2021:

•	 10-year budget projections, including projections of 
federal spending, revenues, deficits, and debt held by 
the public;

•	 Historical budget data, showing revenues, outlays, 
and the deficit or surplus since 1965;

•	 10-year trust fund projections, showing the balances 
and the deficits or surpluses for Social Security, 
Medicare, military retirement, civilian retirement, 
and other trust funds;

•	 Revenue projections, by category, with additional 
details about adjusted gross income, taxable income, 
and income tax liability;

•	 Spending projections, by budget account, which 
show budget authority and outlays organized by 
Treasury identification number;

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57580
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57430
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57399
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-09/57421-climate-change.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57581
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57264
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57255
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57062
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57061
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-08/57061-Distribution-Household-Income.pdf#page=46
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-08/57061-Distribution-Household-Income.pdf#page=52)
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57089
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57027
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57021
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57217
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57326
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57090
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-06/57090-UAS.pdf#page=15
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57017
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/55681
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57022
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#3
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#2
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#5
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#7
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#9
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•	 The tax parameters and effective marginal tax rates on 
labor and capital used in CBO’s microsimulation tax 
model and economic forecast, respectively;

•	 Long-term budget projections, showing estimates of 
CBO’s key projections in a 30-year budget window;

•	 10-year economic projections, showing estimates of 
output, prices, labor market measures, interest rates, 
income, and other economic factors; and

•	 Historical economic data, including estimates of 
output, prices, labor market measures, interest rates, 
income, and other economic factors.

CBO also maintains a page on its website with details 
about many of its past and current 10-year baseline 
projections for selected programs. In all, the agency pub-
lishes 25 files with information on different programs; 
some of those files were updated twice in 2021, depend-
ing on the program.

Some of those files provide information on health and 
education programs:

•	 Data on the Federal Pell Grant Program include 
projections of the program’s three sources of 
funding—discretionary budget authority, which 
provides the largest portion and supports a maximum 
award that is set in the annual appropriation act; 
mandatory budget authority, which is specified in the 
Higher Education Act of 1965; and a “mandatory 
add-on,” which is automatically added (on the basis of 
a formula) to the discretionary portion of each award.

•	 Data on student loan programs provide details 
on the agency’s projections of the cost for each 
associated budget account (estimated using the 
procedures established in the Federal Credit Reform 
Act, or FCRA), projections of loan volume and 
subsidy rates for the direct student loans made 
using those procedures, estimates of administrative 
costs, projections of interest rates for borrowers, and 
projections of the cost of the programs made using 
fair-value estimating procedures.

•	 Data on the Children’s Health Insurance Program 
include projections of federal funding, average 
monthly enrollment in the program by age, average 
annual federal spending per enrollee, and details 
on the total funding available based on the budget 
authority and other factors.

•	 Data on federal subsidies for health insurance 
(including the effects of the Affordable Care Act) 

provide details about the agency’s projections of 
health insurance coverage and its projections of 
net federal subsidies associated with each type of 
insurance coverage.

•	 Medicaid data provide details about the agency’s 
projections of federal payments by type of Medicaid 
benefit, including acute care, fee-for-service, managed 
care, Medicare premiums, long-term care, and 
vaccines for children. Also included in the files are 
details on enrollment, total payments, and payments 
per enrollee by Medicaid eligibility category (aged, 
blind and disabled, children, and adults).

•	 Medicare data include detailed projections of 
mandatory outlays, benefit payments, annual growth 
rates, payment updates and changes in price indexes, 
enrollment, the status of the Hospital Insurance Trust 
Fund, and offsetting receipts.

Other program-specific files relate to pensions and 
Social Security:

•	 Data about the military retirement program include 
projections of the number of beneficiaries and average 
annual benefits for retirees and for surviving spouses 
and dependents of deceased service members.

•	 Data about the Pension Benefit Guaranty 
Corporation provide details on CBO’s projections 
of premiums, interest receipts, and outlays for the 
single-employer program, the multiple-employer 
plan, and administrative costs.

•	 Data on the Social Security Disability Insurance 
program include projections of the number of 
beneficiaries, the average monthly benefit, the average 
wage for indexing, the maximum amount of taxable 
earnings, the cost-of-living adjustment, and other 
factors.

•	 Data about the Social Security Old-Age and Survivors 
Insurance program include projections of the number 
of beneficiaries and the average monthly benefit for 
retired workers and families and for surviving spouses 
and dependents. Projections of the average wage for 
indexing, the maximum amount of earnings that 
is taxable, the cost-of-living adjustment, and other 
factors are also provided.

•	 Data on the Social Security trust funds provide details 
about CBO’s projections of outflows for benefits and 
other costs and of income from payroll taxes, interest, 
and other sources.

https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#10
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#1
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#4
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/budget-economic-data#11
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#12
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#18
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#4
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#6
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#9
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#10
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#11
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#13
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#13
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#15
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#15
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#16
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#16
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#17
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The program-specific files also cover other income secu-
rity programs:

•	 Data on child nutrition programs provide details 
about CBO’s projections of the consumer price index 
for food away from home and of budget authority 
for the National School Lunch Program, the School 
Breakfast Program, the Child and Adult Care Food 
Program, the procurement of commodities, the 
Summer Food Service Program, state administrative 
expenses, and other spending.

•	 Data on child support enforcement and collections 
include projections of administrative costs, incentive 
payments, and other payments, as well as projections 
of collection amounts.

•	 Data about foster care and adoption assistance 
programs include projections of outlays for 
maintenance, administration, training, and other 
costs, as well as projections of average monthly 
caseloads.

•	 Data on the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program include projections of total benefit amounts, 
administrative costs, average monthly participation, 
average monthly benefits, changes in the cost of the 
Thrifty Food Plan, and the unemployment rate.

•	 Data on the Supplemental Security Income program 
include projections of the number of beneficiaries 
who are aged, blind, or disabled adults and of 
the number who are blind or disabled children. 
Projections of the number of awards and average 
monthly benefits for each of those groups are also 
provided.

•	 Data on the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
program include projections of budget authority 
for state family assistance grants, grants related 
to marriage and fatherhood, and other types of 
assistance.

•	 Data about the unemployment compensation 
program include projections of regular benefits, 
extended benefits, and trade adjustment assistance. 
Projections of average weekly benefits, the average 
duration of benefits, the number of people receiving 
first payments, the number of people in the labor 
force, and the unemployment rate are also provided.

Data files for some other programs are published as well:

•	 Data on the Department of Agriculture’s mandatory 
farm programs include projections of outlays for 
crop insurance, conservation programs, disaster 

assistance, and assistance from the Commodity 
Credit Corporation account and related accounts. 
Projections of the supply of the following crops 
and of outlays related to them are also provided: 
corn, soybeans, wheat, upland cotton, rice, peanuts, 
sorghum, barley, oats, sunflower seed, canola, 
flaxseed, safflower, mustard seed, inedible rapeseed, 
extra-long-staple cotton, dry field peas, lentils, dairy, 
and large and small chickpeas.

•	 Data about federal programs that guarantee 
mortgages include projections of the budgetary effects 
of the activities of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, the 
Federal Housing Administration’s Mutual Mortgage 
Insurance Fund, the home loan program for veterans, 
and the Government National Mortgage Association’s 
mortgage-backed securities program. Estimates of 
the value of annual loans and subsidy rates are also 
provided.

•	 Data on programs funded by the Highway Trust 
Fund include projections of the start-of-year balances, 
revenues and interest, outlays, and cumulative 
shortfalls of the fund’s highway and transit accounts.

•	 Data on Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits include 
projections of the number of veterans and military 
personnel who will receive benefits and the average 
annual payments.

•	 Data on veterans’ disability compensation and 
pension programs include projections of the number 
of beneficiaries and the average annual benefits for 
veterans and for surviving spouses and dependents.

Four files were posted with last year’s report on the long-
term budget outlook:

•	 Data on the long-term budget projections include 
the parameters that CBO used in its macroeconomic 
model, data about demographic and economic factors, 
labor force participation rates by age group and sex, 
information about trust funds, and other details.

•	 Data underlying CBO’s Social Security estimates 
include projections of the following variables: the 
number of covered workers; covered and taxable 
earnings; the number of Old-Age, Survivors, 
and Disability Insurance beneficiaries; cost and 
income rates; the number of immigrants and 
emigrants; fertility rates; mortality rates; the size 
of the population; average interest rates; mortality 
improvements by age group; and labor force 
participation rates.

https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#1
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#3
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#2
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#7
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#7
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#20
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#20
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#21
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#22
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#22
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#24
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#24
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#25
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#25
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#5
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#5
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#8
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#8
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#23
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#19
https://www.cbo.gov/about/products/baseline-projections-selected-programs#19
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56977#data
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56977#data


10 TRANSPARENCY AT CBO: FUTURE PLANS AND A REVIEW OF 2021	 March 2022

•	 Data on the long-term economic projections include 
extensions of 10-year economic projections for 
additional decades.

•	 Data on the demographic projections include 
projections of the size of the population, 
immigration, emigration, mortality, and fertility.

When CBO published its analysis of the President’s bud-
get request for 2022 in July 2021, it published estimates 
for the Administration’s request for discretionary funding 
and some mandatory proposals, rather than for all pro-
posals included in the request. CBO published a limited 
analysis because it was focused on legislative requests. 

In 2021, supplemental data accompanied several other 
analyses:

•	 Data underlying the long-term projections for Social 
Security, including projections of Social Security tax 
revenues and outlays, projections of gross domestic 
product (GDP) and taxable payroll, and estimates 
of the benefit reductions needed to achieve 75-year 
solvency;

•	 Historical data about the distribution of household 
income, including distributions by household 
type and income group as well as estimates 
of demographics, average household income, 
components of income before transfers and taxes, 
components of means-tested transfers, components of 
federal taxes, means-tested transfer rates, federal tax 
rates, shares of household income, shares of means-
tested transfers, and shares of federal taxes owed;

•	 A table builder that allows users to build their own 
tables with data on the distribution of household 
income, federal taxes, and means-tested transfers for 
the years 1979 to 2018;

•	 Supplemental tables that provide a summary of 
CBO’s analysis comparing estimates made following 
procedures set out in FCRA and those made 
accounting for the market value of government 
obligations (called fair-value estimates) for federal 
credit programs, identify discretionary programs with 
zero or negative FCRA subsidy rates and positive fair-
value subsidy rates, and provide details underlying 
CBO’s fair-value estimates; and

•	 Data about the estimated budgetary effects of laws 
enacted during the second session of the 116th 
Congress.

In addition, CBO published a report on its access to data 
from federal agencies. CBO collects all publications with 
data files in one location on its website. 

Analyzing the Accuracy of CBO’s Estimates
In 2021, in an update to a recurring report, CBO assessed 
the accuracy of its two- and five-year economic forecasts. 

Comparing Current Estimates With  
Previous Estimates
In 2021, CBO explained the differences between the 
current year’s projections and those of the previous year 
in several of its recurring publications. The agency also 
provided additional comparisons of its estimates when it 
updated budget and economic projections as the extent 
of the pandemic became apparent. The explanations 
provide insight into the agency’s methods by indicating 
why it changed its projections. 

In The Budget and Economic Outlook: 2021 to 
2031 (pages 16 to 17), CBO explained the differences 
between CBO’s current projections and those that it 
published in 2020. In particular, CBO discussed how the 
downturn in 2020 was not as severe as expected and how 
the first stage of the recovery took place sooner and was 
stronger than expected. 

In Additional Information about the Updated Budget and 
Economic Outlook: 2021 to 2031 (Appendix A), pub-
lished in July, the agency explained why its baseline bud-
get projections had changed since February of that year 
when the agency had last published them. The updated 
projections incorporated legislative changes to address 
the coronavirus pandemic and the resulting economic 
disruption, revisions to CBO’s forecast of economic 
activity and interest rates, and several technical changes.

In The 2021 Long-Term Budget Outlook (Appendix B), 
CBO explained the differences between the agency’s cur-
rent projections and those it published the previous year. 
In particular, the agency reviewed the reasons for changes 
in its projections of spending for Social Security, major 
health care programs, programs related to pandemic 
relief, other programs, and interest. CBO also discussed 
the reasons for changes to its projections of revenues and 
to its projections of Social Security’s long-term finances.

In its annual report on the Troubled Asset Relief Program 
(TARP), CBO updated its estimate of the costs of the 
program. CBO’s 2021 estimate—a net cost of about 
$31 billion—was similar to its March 2020 projection 

https://www.cbo.gov/data/budget-economic-data#12
https://www.cbo.gov/data/budget-economic-data#13
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57358
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57358
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57342
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57061
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57061#data
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57412#data
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57084#data
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57150
https://www.cbo.gov/data/publications-with-data-files
https://www.cbo.gov/data/publications-with-data-files
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57579
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-02/56970-Outlook.pdf#page=20
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-07/57263-outlook.pdf#page=61
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files?file=2021-03/56977-LTBO-2021-AppxB.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57256
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and about $1 billion lower than the Administration’s 
estimate. 

Comparing CBO’s Estimates With Those of 
Other Organizations
CBO regularly makes comparisons with the budget 
projections of the Administration, but opportunities for 
comparisons with other organizations are rare, primarily 
because not many other organizations focus on federal 
costs. By contrast, the agency always has the opportu-
nity to compare its economic projections with those of 
private forecasters and other government agencies, and 
sometimes it is able to make comparisons with other 
organizations’ policy analyses. (Some of those compar-
isons are discussed with Congressional staff when time 
does not allow for preparing a formal presentation.) 
CBO’s estimates can differ from others’ for a variety of 
reasons, including differences in the policies considered, 
the data used, the interpretation of research findings, and 
analytic approaches. In 2021, CBO compared its budget 
projections with those of the Administration, private-
sector forecasters, and other federal agencies. 

In a 2021 update to its economic forecasting record, 
CBO compared its forecast with the range of fore-
casts from about 50 private-sector forecasters and the 
Administration. In general, CBO’s forecasts of eco-
nomic variables considered tended to exhibit small 
positive average errors—that is, on average, they were 
too high by small amounts. CBO also found that, over 
time, its forecasts displayed similar error patterns as the 
Administration and the Blue Chip consensus. 

In a spreadsheet analyzing certain proposals in the 
President’s budget for 2022 (in Table 1), CBO com-
pared its estimated deficits under current law with the 
Administration’s projections. CBO’s forecast deficit 
was lower than the Administration’s over the 2022–
2031 period. CBO and the Administration estimated 
similar revenues over the window, but CBO’s estimate of 
outlays was lower. 

In The Role of the Department of Veterans Affairs in 
the Single-Family Mortgage Market (page 13), CBO 
compared its estimates of those effects with the 
Administration’s estimates. CBO’s estimate of the sub-
sidy rate was higher than the one published by VA largely 
because CBO projects more cumulative lifetime defaults.

In An Analysis of the Navy’s December 2020 Shipbuilding 
Plan (Appendix B), the agency compared its estimates 
with those of the Navy. CBO’s estimates were higher in 
large part because the agency estimated higher costs for 
two classes of ships: the future attack submarine and the 
future large surface combatant.

Estimating the Effects of Policy Alternatives
CBO’s baseline budget projections—which are con-
structed in accordance with provisions of law—are 
intended to show what would happen to federal spend-
ing, revenues, and deficits if current laws generally 
remained unchanged. Estimating the effects of policy 
alternatives promotes understanding of why and how 
estimates can differ and how large the effects of the 
alternatives might be; CBO therefore also published 
many products about specific policies and programs that 
compare projected economic and budgetary outcomes 
under multiple policy scenarios:

•	 In Illustrative Options for National Defense Under 
a Smaller Defense Budget, the agency created three 
broad options to show the range of strategies that 
the United States could pursue under a budget that 
would be cut gradually by a total of $1 trillion, or 
14 percent, between 2022 and 2031.

•	 An Analysis of the Navy’s Fiscal Year 2022 Shipbuilding 
Plan reviewed the Navy’s proposal and estimated its 
effects on the budget, fleet size, and missile capacity. 

•	 In Alternative Approaches to Adjusting Military 
Cash Pay, CBO examined the implications of 
using different inflation factors to modify military 
compensation.

•	 In Effects of Physical Infrastructure Spending on the 
Economy and the Budget Under Two Illustrative 
Scenarios, the agency analyzed two scenarios 
for financing an increase of $500 billion for 
infrastructure projects over 10 years. 

•	 In Budgeting for Federal Investment, the agency 
examined budgetary options that would distinguish 
expenditures for investment in physical capital, 
education, and research and development from other 
expenditures.

•	 A Public Option for Health Insurance in the Nongroup 
Marketplaces described the key design considerations 
for nongroup health insurance plans administered 
by the federal government and some of their major 
implications. 

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57579
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-07/57358-APB.xlsx
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-09/57024-VA.pdf#page=17
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-04/57091-Shipbuilding.pdf#page=25
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57128
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57128
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57414
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57414
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57192
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57192
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57327
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57327
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57327
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56900
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57020
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57020
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•	 An interactive tool allows users to adjust the federal 
minimum wage and the speed of its implementation 
to estimate the impact on employment and the 
number of people living in poverty.

•	 In The Capacity of the Navy’s Shipyards to Maintain 
Its Submarines, CBO projected that required 
maintenance will continue to exceed naval shipyards’ 
capacity and examined options to reduce delays.

•	 In National Cruise Missile Defense: Issues and 
Alternatives, CBO examined the threat that 
adversaries equipped with land-attack cruise missiles 
might pose to the U.S. homeland and estimated the 
costs of several defensive systems that could be fielded 
to protect the United States from such attacks.

Characterizing the Uncertainty Surrounding 
CBO’s Estimates
CBO’s budget and economic projections reflect the 
middle of a range of outcomes under a given set of 
policies. CBO’s analysts often test the sensitivity of their 
projections to identify the range of possible outcomes for 
those projections and to observe the way that projections 
change as factors vary. Likewise, in its cost estimates, 
CBO aims to produce estimates that generally reflect the 
middle of a range of the most likely budgetary outcomes 
that would result if the legislation was enacted. In 2021, 
CBO provided several explanations regarding sources of 
uncertainty in its reports to help policymakers under-
stand the factors that might cause outcomes or future 
estimates to differ from the agency’s current estimates. 

In CBO’s Economic Forecasting Record: 2021 Update 
(page 22), CBO explained the statistical methods it uses 
to quantify the uncertainty in its projections and illus-
trate the range of possible outcomes when developing the 
agency’s subsequent forecasts.

In Additional Information about the Updated Budget and 
Economic Outlook: 2021 to 2031, CBO discussed uncer-
tainty in both the budgetary forecasts (page 23) and 
economic forecasts (page 45).

In How Changes in Economic Conditions Might Affect the 
Federal Budget, June 2021 (an interactive workbook), 
CBO illustrated how economic scenarios that differed 
from those in CBO’s February 2021 baseline budget 
projections would affect the federal budget.

In The 2021 Long-Term Budget Outlook (page 28), 
the agency discussed the uncertainty in its long-term 

forecast, focusing on the pandemic and its possible 
effects on a number of factors, including demographics, 
the economy, and health care spending.

How Changes in Revenues and Outlays Would Affect Debt 
Service, Deficits, and Debt (an interactive workbook) 
allows users to explore how revenues and outlays that 
differed from those in CBO’s February 2021 baseline 
budget projections would increase or decrease net inter-
est costs and thus affect deficits and debt.

In The Budget and Economic Outlook: 2021 to 
2031 (pages 15 to 16), the agency described how eco-
nomic outcomes might differ from CBO’s projections as 
a result of a number of factors, including the course of 
the pandemic, the effectiveness of monetary and fiscal 
policies, and the response of global financial markets to 
substantial increases in public deficits and debt.

In The Budgetary Effects of the Raise the Wage Act of 
2021 (page 6), CBO described the sources of uncertainty 
in its estimate for the legislation.

Creating Data Visualizations
To make CBO’s projections and reports easier to under-
stand, the agency publishes data visualizations that 
highlight the key findings of its analyses. 

It published four visual reports in 2021. 

•	 In The Effects of Large-Scale Maintenance Actions 
on the Availability of the Air Force’s Aircraft, CBO 
examined the availability of six Air Force aircraft 
fleets after large-scale maintenance performed since 
the mid-1990s. 

•	 In Usage Patterns and Costs of Unmanned Aerial 
Systems, the agency analyzed the usage patterns and 
costs of three unmanned and six manned aircraft with 
similar ISR missions and compared the life-cycle costs 
per flying hour.

•	 In Projected Acquisition Costs for the Army’s Ground 
Combat Vehicles, CBO explained its estimates for 
those vehicles in a series of graphs and pictures. 

•	 In An Analysis of the Navy’s December 2020 
Shipbuilding Plan, CBO used charts and graphs to 
explain its estimates of the total shipbuilding budget.

CBO also produced interactive tools that allow users 
to model the budgetary effects of policy options and 
economic changes. 

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/55681
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57026
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57026
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56950
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56950
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-12/57579-forecast-record.pdf#page=26
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57263
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57263
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-07/57263-outlook.pdf#page=27
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-07/57263-outlook.pdf#page=49
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57191
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-03/56977-LTBO-2021.pdf#page=32
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56993
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-02/56970-Outlook.pdf#page=19
https://www.cbo.gov/system/files/2021-02/56975-Minimum-Wage.pdf#page=6
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57258
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57258
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57090
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57090
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57085
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57085
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57091
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57091
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•	 A workbook models how changes in economic 
conditions affect the federal budget.

•	 CBO’s interactive force structure tool enables users 
to vary inputs such as the size and type of force and 
see how those choices would affect total military 
personnel and costs.

•	 An interactive tool allows users to adjust the federal 
minimum wage and the speed of its implementation 
to estimate the effects on employment and the 
number of people living in poverty. It also allows the 
user to model different outcomes from changes to the 
minimum wage and displays those effects in charts 
and graphs. 

•	 CBO’s waterfall model simulates the agency’s process 
for projecting discretionary budget authority and 
outlays for different types of spending over the course 
of 10 years.

•	 An interactive workbook shows how changing 
revenues and outlays would increase or decrease net 
interest costs.

CBO also published four infographics: 

•	 “The Federal Budget in Fiscal Year 2020: An 
Infographic” shows the major categories of federal 
outlays and revenues and illustrates trends in federal 
deficits and debt held by the public over the past 
50 years.

•	 “Revenues in Fiscal Year 2020: An Infographic” 
illustrates trends in sources of federal revenues—
individual income taxes, payroll taxes, corporate 
income taxes, and other taxes—over the past 20 years 
and presents details about those sources in 2020.

•	 “Mandatory Spending in Fiscal Year 2020: An 
Infographic” shows changes in several categories—
including spending for the major health care 
programs, Social Security, and income security 
programs—since 2000 and presents details about 
spending within those categories.

•	 “Discretionary Spending in Fiscal Year 2020: 
An Infographic” shows changes in defense and 
nondefense discretionary spending since 2000 
and presents details about spending within those 
categories.

CBO published two chart books, which use figures to 
illustrate their main points:

•	 The Distribution of Household Income, 2018; and 

•	 The Distribution of Major Tax Expenditures in 2019.

CBO also published two tables that provide an overview 
of the budgetary effects of legislation enacted in response 
to the pandemic. The first includes the effects of legis-
lation enacted in March and April of 2020. The second 
describes the legislation enacted in December 2020 and 
March 2021. 

Conducting Outreach
In addition to conducting the daily gathering of infor-
mation that supports the agency’s work, CBO staff 
communicate every day with people outside the agency 
to explain its findings and methods and to obtain 
feedback that helps it maintain and improve the quality 
of its work. As part of its outreach, CBO consults with 
experts outside the organization to obtain feedback that 
complements its rigorous internal review process (which 
involves multiple people at different levels in the orga-
nization). The agency also explains its work and obtains 
feedback by encouraging its staff to give presentations 
to various audiences. Finally, CBO continually works to 
make the information it provides more accessible. 

Direct Communication With Members and Staff. The 
most important form of outreach CBO conducted in 
2021 was the direct communication between CBO and 
the Congress that occurred in person, by phone, and by 
email. CBO’s Director met regularly with Members of 
Congress to explain the agency’s work, respond to ques-
tions, and solicit feedback. 

During the development of legislation, communication 
between CBO staff and Congressional staff was frequent. 
After major cost estimates were released, CBO staff 
reached out to staff of key committees to explain the 
results and answer questions.

Additionally, CBO staff attended the Legislative Branch 
Bulk Data Task Force’s internal and public meetings 
in 2021 and participated in the group’s first internal 
meeting of 2022. The task force consists of representa-
tives from Legislative Branch agencies who coordinate 
on ways to support openness and transparency in the 
legislative process.

Consultation With Outside Experts. As part of its reg-
ular processes of developing cost estimates and under-
taking other analyses, CBO consults with numerous 

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57191
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/54351
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/55681
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57051
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56993
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57170
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https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57171
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https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57172
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https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57061
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57413
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56403
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57343
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outside experts who represent a variety of perspectives. 
The experts include professors, analysts at think tanks 
and consulting firms, representatives of industry groups, 
other experts in the private sector, and people working 
for federal agencies and for state and local governments. 
CBO obtains suggestions about whom to consult and 
independently seeks other experts so that the agency can 
gather information and insights from people with varied 
backgrounds, training, experience, and views. (The 
agency always works with Congressional staff to ensure 
that information about a legislative proposal that they 
wish to keep confidential remains so during its develop-
ment.) When time allows, CBO seeks external review of 
its methods and of drafts of reports. Such external review 
allows the agency’s analyses to reflect both the consensus 
and the diversity of views of experts from around the 
country. In 2021, CBO continued those practices of 
extensive consultation with outside experts while prepar-
ing various analytic products.

CBO’s full Panel of Economic Advisers met four times 
in 2021, and smaller groups of panelists met throughout 
the year. As part of the agendas for those meetings, CBO 
requested and received feedback on its economic fore-
casting methods, its analysis of the effects of expanding 
subsidized child care and providing universal preschool, 
and its projections of interest rates. Panelists and invited 
experts also discussed broad issues underlying various 
analyses by CBO, including labor force participation, 
the outlook for inflation, and the effects of the American 
Rescue Plan Act.

The meeting of the Panel of Health Advisers included 
presentations and discussions about the effects of the 
coronavirus pandemic on health care spending, tele-
health, and incentives for research and development in 
the pharmaceutical industry. 

When it obtains written feedback about an analysis, 
CBO acknowledges that assistance in a section called 
About This Document at the end of a publication. CBO 
obtained written feedback on drafts of 42 reports and 
working papers in 2021.

Presentations. CBO gave the following presentation 
so that Congressional Members and staff could learn 
more about the agency’s work and have their questions 
answered:

•	 A presentation at a seminar hosted by the 
Congressional Research Service to staff explaining 

CBO’s projections for the federal budget and the 
economy over the coming decade.

Members of CBO’s staff also gave presentations about 
the agency’s processes for conducting analyses at many 
other venues (listed in parentheses):

•	 A presentation on CBO’s projection of tax revenues 
(for the National Association of Legislative Fiscal 
Offices) explained how the agency develops its 
forecast for tax collections.

•	 A presentation on CBO’s health insurance 
simulation model (HISIM2) (to the International 
Microsimulation Association) described the data 
and methods CBO uses to construct the model 
used to estimate insurance coverage among the U.S. 
population. 

•	 A presentation on the agency’s role in the budget 
process (at the AcademyHealth 2021 Health 
Policy Orientation) described how CBO helps the 
Congress make effective budget and economic policy. 
(CBO participated in this event in both April and 
November.) 

•	 A presentation on how CBO adjusts for 
underreporting of means-tested transfers in its 
distributional analyses (at the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics’ 2021 Consumption Symposium) explained 
those adjustments.

•	 A presentation on understanding productivity 
growth in CBO’s economic forecast (at the NABE 
Foundation’s 18th Annual Economic Measurement 
Seminar) described CBO’s most recent 10-year 
projections of potential output, highlighting the 
importance of potential total factor productivity.

•	 A presentation on CBO’s support of the U.S. 
Congress (to the National Assembly Budget Office, 
Republic of Korea) described CBO’s role in the 
legislative process. 

•	 A presentation on legislation that would affect housing 
assistance programs (to the Council of Large Public 
Housing Authorities) explained CBO’s analysis of 
provisions in reconciliation recommendations as 
reported by the House Committee on Financial Services.

CBO also presented work that offered an overview of 
recent analyses and estimates.

https://www.cbo.gov/about/panels-advisers
https://www.cbo.gov/about/panels-advisers
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56968
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https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57657
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•	 A presentation on long-term care services and 
supports (to the National Tax Association) analyzed 
policy options for providing those services in a single-
payer health system. 

•	 A presentation on the 2019 update to CBO’s 
economic forecasting record (to the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development’s Working 
Party of Senior Budget Officials) explained how CBO 
measures the quality of its forecast and compared its 
forecasts with those of the Administration and the 
Blue Chip consensus forecast. 

•	 A presentation on CBO’s budget and economic 
analysis during the pandemic (to the Council for 
Affordable Health Coverage) described some of the 
challenges involved in analyzing current economic 
policy. (A similar presentation was given at Brown 
University.) 

•	 A presentation on CBO’s forecast of potential output 
(at the NABE Foundation’s 17th Annual Economic 
Measurement Seminar) described the importance of 
potential total factor productivity in projections of 
potential output and explored possible explanations 
for the historic slowdown in total factor productivity.

•	 A presentation on Navy shipbuilding (to the 
American Shipbuilding Suppliers Association) 
examined the implications of the Navy’s shipbuilding 
plans on the size and composition of the fleet. 

•	 A presentation on CBO’s updated budget projections 
(to the National Conference of State Legislatures Base 
Camp) provided an overview of CBO’s most recent 
forecast. (Similar presentations were delivered to 
J.P. Morgan’s virtual investor meeting, the American 
Council for Capital Formation, and the Society of 
Government Economists.)

•	 A presentation on approaches for adjusting military 
cash pay (at the Annual Conference of the Western 
Economic Association International) described the 
effect of using a military-adjusted index to modify 
compensation in the armed forces. 

•	 A presentation on Vietnam veterans’ income in 
retirement (at the Annual Conference of the Western 
Economic Association International) gave an 
overview of CBO’s analysis comparing the income 
of male Vietnam veterans with the income of male 
nonveterans of the same ages.

•	 A presentation on the capacity of the Navy’s shipyards 
to maintain its submarines (at the Annual Conference 

of the Western Economic Association International) 
described the effects and expected duration of delays 
in the maintenance of the submarine fleet. 

•	 A presentation on the effect of employer matching 
and defaults on workers’ savings behavior in the 
Thrift Savings Plans (TSP) (to the Savings and 
Retirement Foundation) provided information on an 
empirical model used by CBO to forecast the effects 
of changes to the TSP for federal retirees. 

•	 A presentation on the Long-Term Budget Outlook 
(to the Conference Board) provided an overview of 
the 2021 update to that recurring report. (Similar 
presentations were given to the Forecasters Club 
of New York, Institutional Investor’s Fixed Income 
Forum, the International Finance’s Washington Policy 
Summit, the Committee for Economic Development 
of the Conference Board, and the National 
Association for Business Economics.)

•	 A presentation on the historical decline in real interest 
rates and its implications for CBO’s projections (at 
the 23rd Federal Forecasters Conference) described 
CBO’s forecast of interest rates and the effect of past 
declines on that forecast. 

•	 A presentation on the cost of the federal student loan 
programs and repayment plans (to the Postsecondary 
National Policy Institute) explained CBO’s estimates 
for those programs under both the accrual-based and 
cash-based methods of accounting. 

CBO staff also gave presentations about work currently 
in progress. Both the presentation of findings and the 
overview of current work allowed CBO staff to offer 
explanations, answer questions, and gather feedback to 
improve the quality of future work. 

•	 A presentation on shipbuilding and expeditionary 
warfare operations (at the 2021 Virtual Expeditionary 
Warfare Conference) examined the implications for 
the size and composition of the fleet as proposed in 
the Navy’s December 2020 shipbuilding plan. 

•	 A presentation on Navy shipbuilding (at the Surface 
Navy Association’s 33rd Annual Symposium) 
examined the Navy’s December 2020 shipbuilding 
plan and its implications for the size and composition 
of the fleet. (A similar presentation was given to 
the Bank of America Merrill Lynch 2021 Defense 
Outlook and Commercial Aerospace Forum.)
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CBO also responded to questions from several Members 
of Congress:

•	 A letter answered a question about the national 
average wage index, which is used in the calculation 
of Social Security benefits;

•	 A letter provided information on the breadth of 
the budgetary effects of the Raise the Wage Act of 
2021 compared with other reconciliation legislation; 

•	 A letter provided information about whether a 
sequestration could be triggered in accordance with 
the Statutory Pay-As-You-Go Act of 2010 if the 
American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 was enacted; 

•	 A letter explained how reconciliation legislation 
would change CBO’s February 2021 baseline; 

•	 A letter provided additional information about the 
budgetary effects of the tax credit for employer-paid 
sick and family leave;

•	 A letter offered additional information on the effects 
of the Hyde Amendment on CBO’s estimates of the 
Labor, Health and Human Services, Education, and 
Related Agencies Appropriation Bill;

•	 A letter provided additional information about the 
budgetary effects of the employee retention tax credit;

•	 A letter furnished additional information about 
the projected cost of extending the expanded 
unemployment compensation enacted in response to 
the coronavirus pandemic; 

•	 A letter addressed how household income is affected 
when inflation exceeds the growth of labor income, 
who pays higher taxes when inflation rises, and how 
high and unexpected inflation affects economic growth;

•	 A letter explained CBO’s estimate of the budgetary 
effects of increased funding for tax enforcement 
activities included in the Build Back Better Act;

•	 A letter responded to a request for information about 
CBO’s cost estimates for the reconciliation legislation 
considered by the House of Representatives;

•	 A letter described the budgetary effects, including 
the effects on interest costs, of a modified version of 
the Build Back Better Act, that would make various 
policies permanent rather than temporary;

•	 A letter responded to a question about CBO’s analysis 
of the costs of making permanent some of the 
provisions of the Build Back Better Act; and

•	 A letter summarized the agency’s recent analysis of the 
costs of making permanent some of the policies in the 
Build Back Better Act.

Communications Infrastructure. In 2021, CBO 
upgraded the open-source content management system 
that powers its website to the latest version. That upgrade 
provides a stronger foundation for future innovations. 
In addition, the agency worked to ensure that its website 
is easy to navigate. The website includes a section that 
collects CBO’s work on legislation and issues related to 
the coronavirus pandemic, and another section compiles 
all estimates and supplemental materials related to the 
budget reconciliation process. 

CBO also began permitting electronic access to finan-
cial disclosure statements for members of its panels of 
advisers upon request in 2021. That access replicates the 
experience users would have if they had reviewed the 
statements in CBO’s offices.
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